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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Introduction 
This manual provides an overview of the challenges and lessons learned related to the Rural Seniors 
Housing Project (RSHP), an initiative of the Communities Development Society (CDS). It describes how 
CDS implemented an asset-based community development philosophy in carrying out the first 2.5 years 
of the project within the western Municipal District of Rocky View, a rural area west of Calgary. CDS 
took on the RSHP when the results of community consultations showed that this was a priority issue for 
rural seniors. There were also no other organizations willing to work on this issue in the area. This manual 
is intended as a resource to other non-profit organizations who may find it helpful to see the process that 
CDS used in working with the community to engage in a housing project for seniors.  
 
The Need for Seniors Housing 
There is currently a lack of seniors housing facilities in rural areas. The trend is for seniors, who can no 
longer maintain their homes on acreage and ranch/farm lands, to sell and move to larger centres where 
housing choices and better services are offered. While some actively choose this option, others dread the 
idea of not only leaving their homes and land, which may have been in their family for generations, but 
also losing their social network and the support of friends and neighbours. It is also a significant loss to 
the community when seniors move who may have contributed greatly through volunteerism and 
knowledgeable of area history and resources.  
 
The Communities Development Society (CDS) 
CDS provides grass roots  and community development in the rural area of the western MD of Rocky 
View. CDS uses an asset-based community development approach which means they support and build 
on relevant resources and strengths that already exist in the community. They began a series of focus 
groups with seniors in the area that led them to the rural seniors housing project. From a number of 
community consultations, CDS found that seniors in the western MD of Rocky View want to have 
housing choices that allow them to downsize and remain within their rural communities as they age.    
 
The Rural Seniors Housing Project (RSHP) 
The Rural Seniors Housing Project started in late 2005. With CDS acting as facilitators and providing 
administrative support, a group of seniors met regularly to work on developing a housing concept. The 
concept is a non-profit affordable housing eco village that reflects rural values and allows for independent 
to supported living choices. It will incorporate green building principles and sustainable technologies in 
relation to water, power and waste management as well as agriculturally based activities. Ownership of 
the land would be by a non-profit corporation keeping the cost of the housing units below market value. A 
generous local senior has offered to donate land for the facility, which has given the group a focus for 
further shaping of the housing concept.  
 
Over 4,500 volunteer hours have been invested by local senior residents with many challenges and 
lessons learned along the way. This manual will provide insight into their journey and hopefully provide 
direction to other groups considering a similar community based housing project. 
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A. Introduction 

1. The Purpose of the Manual 

This manual provides an overview of the early stages of the Rural Seniors Housing Project (RSHP), an 
initiative of the Communities Development Society (CDS). It describes how CDS worked with the 
community to identify and address the need for seniors housing.  The Rural Seniors Housing Project 
(RSHP) is CDS’s largest and most complex initiative. The purpose of the project is to develop a seniors 
housing facility that will allow rural seniors to age within their rural community. The focus has been on 
the Bearspaw and adjacent area, although the expectation is that this model could be applied in other rural 
areas.     

The RSHP is dynamic and sometimes changes weekly from the path that we thought it would take. This  
has required a far greater level of input from the organization than was initially anticipated. CDS is 
constantly learning, and this manual provides the opportunity to share some of the challenges we’ve faced 
and lessons learned during the first 2.5 years of the project. Given that the project is ongoing, our 
assessments may change as time gives us a different perspective. A comprehensive evaluation by the 
seniors involved has not yet been completed at time of this report.      

We hope that other non-profit organizations wanting to do similar work will find this “story in progress” 
helpful.   

 

2. The Project Context 

����������	�
���
������
The Municipal District of Rocky View includes an 
area of 4,014.89 km². The economy has its roots in 
ranching and farming but natural resource 
processing such as forestry and the oil and gas 
industries are also sources of income for rural 
residents.1 The MD is affected by the explosive 
growth of the City of Calgary which borders it on 
the north, east and west sides. Land annexation by 
the expanding urban centres is an ongoing and 
often contentious process.  

According to a 2006 census the population of the 
MD was 34,171, up from 28,441 in 2000. This 
represents a population increase of 20% in just 
seven years. The Town of Cochrane is the largest 
centre within the western MD with a population of 
13,760. CDS operates primarily within the western 
electoral divisions of 1,2,3,8,9 (as shown on the 
map).   

                               

Map from the MD of Rocky View. 
 



                                                                                      Rural Seniors Housing Project                 ����������������������
�

Communities Development Society  Page 2 
 

�������������������	�
���
������
The increasing need for seniors’ housing is reflected in the projected number of seniors in Alberta 
over a 26 year period. In 2000 there were approximately 300,000 seniors and by 2026 there are 
expected to be 700,000, an increase of 130%. The increase is gradual until 2011 when baby boomers 
start turning 65. By 2026 one in five Albertans will be over 65.  

According to the Seniors and Community Supports branch of the Government of Alberta, the aging 
population will have an impact on the health system, income support, transportation, the labour 
force, community supports, and housing. The types of housing needs will evolve as seniors age and 
include design changes, increase in adult communities, supports for aging in place, affordable rental 
housing, supportive living options, and long-term care.2   

In Alberta one in five seniors is 80 years of age or older. Of those, 60-72% are women, most being 
widows. Disabilities increase as seniors age, with 40% of 65 year olds having a disability and 53% of 
those 75 years and older having a disability.3  

Based on the MD of Rocky View’s 2006 census, 3,200 of the 34,500 residents are seniors (9.2%). 
Twenty-five percent live in Bearspaw and Springbank, and 46% are 75 years or older.4  The average 
age of farmers is 55 with a third of farms/ranches being run by women. The average gross income 
from farming is $60,000 or less, which is below the annual local family income. Some of these 
seniors will be looking for reasonably priced seniors housing options.5  

As seniors within these areas age, they face many challenges. Aging ranchers and farmers find it 
increasingly hard to manage acreages or ranches on their own, have family willing to participate in a 
succession plan or find suitable labour to help out. Some acreage owners may lack a strong support 
network and find increasing difficulty with physical tasks and transportation needs. Seniors want to 
age in place but the trend is to move to towns or cities where there are better options for housing and 
services. Not all seniors want to move away from the areas that they and their families may have 
lived in for generations. The exodus of seniors leaves the rural community less healthy, diverse and 
resilient. Lost to the larger community are the champions of land stewardship, volunteerism and 
heritage along with their knowledge, expertise and involvement.  

   

          A Bearspaw senior enjoys the expansive  
    view of the Rockies.� � �
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
� �  
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B. The Communities Development Society (CDS) 

To understand this project, it is important to understand the organization behind it. This section will 
briefly cover the history and philosophy of CDS, what led it to get involved in a seniors’ housing project, 
what impacts the project had on CDS and CDS on the project and what they learned.  

1. History 

CDS provides grass roots and community development in the rural area of the western MD of Rocky 
View. Registered as a non-profit charitable Society since 2004, it works with several diverse rural 
communities to plan, expand, and develop programs and projects. The strength of the organization lies in 
its ability to seek out, connect with and engage community organizations, individuals and businesses in 
participatory processes.   

Following a social needs assessment study in 2000, the MD-Family and Community Support Services 
(FCSS) funded a pilot project and two years later CDS was established. Most of CDS’s early work 
focused on exploration, research, and learning about the rural communities as well as setting up a rural-
based office in the Bearspaw Historical School House. Strong connections were made with existing 
community associations in a number of established areas and community events for women, youth and 
seniors were started. As CDS worked in the various rural communities its’ philosophy and purpose began 
to take shape and evolve from a social service and program orientation to an asset-based community 
development approach.  

2. Purpose 

�������������������
As a resource, we will encourage and initiate the 
development of relevant services and programs 
that are driven by the rural community through 
consultation and participation. 

�������������������
A Society that supports residents in building 
healthy, self-reliant communities within the 
western Municipal District of Rocky View. 

3. Philosophy 

CDS has adopted the asset-based community development philosophy of Kretzmann and McKnight, 
which recognizes that the capacities of local people and their associations build powerful communities.6 
Executive Director, Lori Kovacs, describes this as looking for the assets in a community that can be 
mobilized to address local issues before calling upon external service providers.7 Community assets are 
the “gifts, skills and capacities” of “individuals, associations, and institutions.” Kretzman and McKnight 
1993: 6-7; as summarized in Green and Haines (2008:7).8 These assets, or “community capital”, may be 
human, physical, social, financial, environmental, political, and cultural.9  

Asset-based community development is a positive approach because it focuses on the assets or strengths 
of a community rather than its needs. This approach resonates with many rural seniors because it reflects 
the traditional rural values of volunteerism, looking out for one another, and doing things for the greater 
good of the community.  

The office of the Communities Development Society 
is located in the Historic Bearspaw School House 
owned by the Bearspaw Historical Society. 
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CDS recognizes the importance of social capital as a vital ingredient of community development. We 
simply define social capital as, “relationships have value”. It involves building trust and reciprocity and 
is a bottom-up phenomenon allowing community members to gain greater control over issues that affect 
them. Some of the ways CDS builds social capital is by creating “bumping places”, such as meetings, 
forums, open houses or other special events that are designed to have a welcoming atmosphere.10 We 
use personal invitation, always provide refreshments, and pick physical locations within the community 
to meet. We use open houses and special events to create a culture of caring, trust, learning and problem 
solving. 
 

������������������
��������� �
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. Resources 

!����������������
CDS has one full time executive director and a part time project coordinator. All other personnel are 
either volunteer or contracted for shorter periods of time on specific projects. A core annual grant 
through the MD of Rocky View FCSS has allowed the organization to expand its scope and services 
as well as apply for and secure additional funding from a variety of other sources. Finding well 
qualified and committed personnel, whether core staff or contract workers, remains a challenge in the 
Alberta “boom” environment. 

"��������������������
Almost all non-profit organizations are under resourced and operate under capacity. Funding grants 
barely cover basic operational costs with many personnel working at well below market salaries. The 
“Alberta Advantage” has become the “Alberta Disadvantage” in the non-profit sector. The aim of the 
organization is to become financially sustainable through strategic partnerships and social enterprise 
models thereby relying less on grant by grant funding sources. 

The bottom line represents the instigator, the horizontal line represents time, above the line 
are events, and at the top are the tools or learnings in relation to building social capital.   
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5. Role of Partnerships        

Development of partnerships is key to any non-profit organization. CDS utilized three primary types of 
partnerships in this project: 

��������
���������������
As part of the asset-based community development approach we sought out community partnerships 
first with locally based institutions, associations and residents. Within rural areas, there are limited 
formal groups so many of the contacts were discovered through word of mouth and relationship 
building.   

"���������������������
It is important to establish and define the different roles of funders. Some funders are only interested 
in the activity/outcome/deliverable while others provide support through their connections/mentoring 
or in-kind support. See Appendix A for a description of the funding partners.  

#�$�������������������
We sought local and outside guest speakers to attend housing meetings to provide their expertise in a 
number of areas as an ongoing expectation. At least 50 contacts were made to various professional 
and expert advisors regarding this project. 

6. Lessons Learned by the Organization  

Lessons learned by the organization through this project are indicated here however there are additional 
lessons that impact the Society throughout the subsequent sections to follow.  

%������&���' ��"��������(�������������������������� ��������������������
���
A young organization needs to determine its direction before taking on a complex project.  The 
Society knew that it was stepping out of their comfort zone when seniors housing was the top issue the 
community identified.   We knew going into this ambitious project that it would be hard, but we also 
knew that there was no one else willing to step forward to facilitate and work with this issue.  The 
advantage of our “inexperience” as an organization was that we were not entrenched in a set way of 
doing things, were willing to learn from the process and take the risk of exploring the opportunity. 
This project also helped CDS determine its best fit in the community and narrow the mandate. It 
reinforced the need for community instigators/initiators.  

%������&���) ���������
���$������������������(����� ���*�������+����������
*�������+���

CDS decided early on that community involvement and direction were critical to its success. We 
worked hard to build and maintain relationships with residents and key community leaders/connectors 
so that the service we offered communities was meaningful and authentic. We are committed to the 
pace and time it takes the community to build capacity within resident-driven projects however there is 
a fatigue that sets in over an extended period. The project’s momentum has fluctuated but 
overwhelmingly it has led CDS and project participants moving forward.    
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Our passion and conviction to community leadership has always been and continues to be our 
compass.  The temptation is to want to take control back from the community because it is more 
comfortable then the feeling of not knowing where the process will lead you.  We constantly evaluated 
the role we played and the direction of the project because we were NOT in control. We also 
recognized that it is in the “trying” that capacity is built and relationships developed.   

 

C. Identifying the Need for Seniors Housing 

There are a number of steps that community development organizations go through in determining the 
needs of the community.  

1. Build Relationships 

Relationship building is at the heart of all community development 
initiatives. It is through relationships that the collective wisdom of 
responding to community threats and opportunities are addressed as 
individuals of diverse interests gather together to achieve a common 
purpose. This is based on the belief that the community itself not 
only has the solutions but the ability to translate their ideas into 
action. “The community becomes stronger and more self-reliant 
every time local residents, and particularly the strangers within, are 
linked with others for problem solving purposes.”11  

CDS takes a long term approach to relationship building knowing 
that it takes time to build a strong relationship foundation. All 
communities have a history that it is important to understand and 
respect. It is vital to do adequate community research by taking stock 
of what has been done, acknowledge and recognize the contributions 
of others and build on previous community successes.  
 
In building relationships CDS followed the following steps: 

%������(����������������
��
�  Research associations, organizations, clubs, schools, churches. 
�  Research statistics and trends for the area (Canada Census, MDRV resources). 
�  Talk to people who are in positions of community responsibility (MD councillor, 

Presidents/administrators of clubs/org., etc.).  
�  Begin to shape a picture of the “spirit” of the community. 
�  Research previous community projects and who was involved in them. 

-�����	
���������
�������������*����������+�
�  People who know their community and to whom everyone defers informally to for information 

and action. 
�  People who hold the history of the community. 
�  People who are elected to positions of authority (e.g. association presidents). 
�  People who are the key volunteers and organizers. 
�  People who have initiated other community projects. 
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.���(�����������
�  Identify who aligns with the motivations/goals of the project/society. 
�  Get involved in small community initiatives that reflect the Society values and build trust. 
�  Mean what you say and say what you mean. 
�  Be genuinely interested in and care about people – people like honesty and will respond to who 

you are and what you represent. 
�  Include socially “engaging” formats around sharing food and taking time with people. 
�  Move away from the service provider/expert role. 

2. Build Partnerships 

Below we have listed a few key catalytic partners to the rural seniors housing project. Every project has 
its own unique life and direction with partnerships being developed that fit that particular project.  
Partnerships are built on an ongoing basis throughout the life of a project and this list will be continually 
added to. 

/��(
���������	�.0����������
The first organization that we aligned with and who became the catalyst for our project was the 
Kerby Centre of Excellence and Network in Applied Gerontology. Established in 2002, they are a 
community based research centre in Alberta focusing on the integration of research and education 
targeted at seniors. The Kerby Centre of Excellence was created to initiate research on successful 
aging and to involve seniors in the planning and direction of this research.  

They were involved in an asset mapping project to provide citizens with access to information 
related to resources, programs and services for seniors. It was hoped that access to this information 
would allow for greater resiliency in seniors to access services when needed. One of their 
fundamental principles was that the project research was to be conducted by seniors. 

��������
�"��������������1����2�"�1���3�
Funded by Western Economic Diversification, Community Futures Centre West is a non-profit 
organization that offers a wide range of services to entrepreneurs, non-profit organizations and 
communities in the CFCWest region. CFCWest was engaged in 2004 at an early stage of the housing 
project with staff playing a key visionary role in contributing to and shaping the project. CFCWest 
was a valuable sounding board and “mentor” that CDS needed to analyze community research and 
trends and plan for a series of community consultations in 2004 and 2005. Throughout 2006, 
CFCWest  provided support through staff participation in meetings, in hosting open house 
presentations, strategic planning and developing terms of reference for the Rural Seniors Housing 
Task Force. More recently, CFCWest and Western Economic Diversification has provided the 
project with the financial and management support in the development of a business plan and this 
manual.  (www.communityfuturescentrewest.com) 

���������-���������	�����������
�������������
Based in Canmore, Alberta, the Chinook Institute works in collaboration with communities and 
organizations to: 

�  Increase public understanding of the ecological and cultural values of natural landscapes through 
research, publications and outreach;  

�  Build the capacity of communities and private landowners to become better land stewards 
through educational programs and resources; and  



                                                                                      Rural Seniors Housing Project                 ����������������������
�

Communities Development Society  Page 8 
 

�  Help people articulate and meet their conservation goals through the design and delivery of 
community-based stewardship, land management and conservation plans/projects.  

This organization became a valuable resource and mentor to us in the way they chose to engage 
community in participatory processes. They partnered with CDS to present the Grassroots and 
Groundwork seniors workshop in Bearspaw on March 31, 2007. (www.chinookinstitute.org) 

3. Focus Groups with Rural Seniors 

The Kerby Resiliency Project conducted a series of focus groups with seniors in the outlying communities 
of Cochrane and Okotoks. Following these meetings a few rural seniors expressed an interest in being 
included in the research. Through the leadership of a rural senior involved with both CDS and Kerby, it 
was decided CDS would conduct their own series of focus groups within the western area of the MD of 
Rocky View. 

CDS had been thinking about the benefit of asset mapping utilizing GIS (Geographic Information 
Systems) as a tool for information sharing and communication about the rural communities. As this was 
what Kerby was doing in their resiliency project, we saw alignment on a number of fronts with this 
partner. Our focus groups explored asset mapping, the use of GIS and how these tools could monitor the 
impacts of community growth in the rural areas.  The focus groups were based on the following 
principles: 

�  Seniors will be driving and leading the process to allow for maximum involvement, understanding 
and unbiased responses. 

�  The information gathered will be shared with the participants and partners. 
�  An asset-based philosophy will be used.    
�  The project will be focusing on the areas that either have the higher density and participation of 

seniors or have the most amounts of information and resources already available.  
 
From December 9, 2004 through to November 6, 2005 seven focus groups were conducted throughout the 
western MD of Rocky View. There were 108 seniors who attended these focus groups with some 
duplication of people attending more then one group. The average number of years these residents had 
lived in their respective areas was 31 years. 
 
The goal of the focus groups was: 

�  To help seniors better understand their communities by identifying the “assets” available to them. 
A ”community asset” is broadly defined as a person, physical structure or place, business, service 
or other accessible resource used by local residents for their personal, social, economic or cultural 
benefit.�

�  To map these “assets” using GIS technology (Geographic Information Systems) in order to 
determine links on how the various assets fit together and how GIS may be helpful as a planning 
and information tool.
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�

FOCUS 
GROUP 
STATS Cochrane 

Bragg 
Creek  Bearspaw Beaupre Westbrook 

Wrap 
up mtg. 

 Bearspaw 
   Lions TOTAL  

Date held Dec. 9/04 
March 
15/05 

March 
22/05 

April 
13/05 May 24/05 

October 
26/05 

  November 
  9/05   

attendance 14 15 13 15 16 15 20 108 

·  men 7 6 5 5 2 6 20 51 

·  women 7 9 8 10 14 9   57 

average years 
in community   26.7 21.7 31.3 44     31 
 �

Results of the focus group consultation indicated a number of concerns that arose from the impact of 
rapid growth. Urban sprawl has created an increase in property value, higher taxes and reduction of 
valuable agricultural land. There is increased pressure on the environment with heavier traffic, greater use 
of water, higher use of emergency services and increasing crime. The small town feeling is disappearing 
with some conflict between acreage owners and ranchers/ farmers and lack of integration of newcomers.   

There is a lack of medical facilities in most rural areas and transportation to and from medical services. 
There is also a lack of affordable, accessible housing as seniors lose their independence, mobility and 
have to manage on limited resources. Awareness of isolated seniors is needed and more senior groups and 
centres needed where there currently aren’t any. A concern for preserving area history was also 
emphasized.   

We had asked the question of the community, they had answered it and now something had to be done. 
The first step was to present the results to a cross section of focus group participants for their response. 
CDS had some ideas but we really wanted the community to drive the next steps in the decision making 
process. There were seven key issues and we knew we had to pick one, hopefully something small and 
attainable.  

The Bearspaw Lions Club requested CDS present focus group results to their membership. This re-
opened the issue of housing for seniors since the Lions Club had been grappling with this issue for the 
previous fours years. The Lions’ Hall was located on a piece of land that could allow for some further 
development and the club had been exploring a housing development that many of the aging Lions club 
members could downsize to. They had not been able to proceed due to the topography of the land and 
lack of consensus within the club membership. This issue was still a very relevant concern they wanted to 
pursue.  

Once the identification of the need for rural seniors housing in Bearspaw was established, the next step 
was to begin the process of community engagement. 
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4. Lessons Learned in Identifying Community Need  

%������&���4 ��������������������	
���������
������ �
CDS took over two years to identify community need primarily through research and relationship 
building. Once the question of community growth was identified as a concern, the participants came 
out because they were all feeling the impacts of this issue in their daily lives. Also, there had been no 
organization interested in consulting with seniors on the scale that we had in the community and 
there was an overwhelmingly good response as a result.  

%������&���5 �6�����������������������������������( ����������������
Knowing your community and who the key community connectors and leaders are is vital to getting 
a good cross section of opinion. Often it is the loudest voice that is heard and we felt we had a 
representative perspective from seniors new and old to the community, acreage and old timer 
ranchers/farmers.   

%������&���7 �-������������������	�����8����������� �������������	����(
�����
��������
�
It is not enough to identify community issues/concerns if you are not also prepared to do something 
about them. Taking results of consultation and having the community help with developing an action 
plan is important to establishing commitment and follow-through. 

%������&���9 �����������0����������������
Piggyback on momentum and knowledge gained from other consultations or initiatives. This also 
hinges on that all important relationship building and finding the right people through dialogue as 
well as partnership building in finding those initiatives that link in with your own direction and 
philosophy. 

D. Engaging the Community 

Exchange or interaction between people develops shared understanding, builds trust, fosters a sense of 
ownership, facilitates genuine agreement, and enables creative problem solving. It is by connecting and 
communicating with community members that a truly community-driven process is created. Ongoing 
community resident commitment and participation builds ownership in the process and its outcomes. This 
leads to collective thinking and ultimately may produce more innovative, effective, and sustainable 
solutions to complex problems. Finally, community residents may gain a better awareness of themselves, 
the area in which they live, and their own potential for improving their quality of life. 

The methods we used to engage community were through: 

1. Open Houses 

Open houses became the main method for communication to the larger community outside the Rural 
Seniors Housing Task Force. The housing task force was formed Jan. 18/06 with three open houses being 
held over the next 11 months: 

�  May 17/06, 56 participants, focus on concept storyboards 
�  July 19/06, 52 participants, focus on financial estimate, life lease and philanthropy 
�  architectural concept plan and potential residents 
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Participant responses to the open houses were mixed. There was a lot of interest in the ideas and concept, 
but the desire was to see something concrete and the land identified. The interest gained momentum with 
each open house but as an organizing body, the Rural Seniors Housing Task Force realized that they did 
not have the professional expertise to go too much further on the concept plan. A positive outcome was 
that by the end of the year $28,100 was raised by local residents in support of getting more professional 
advisors on the project. CDS also pursued developing applications to secure funding for the project.  

2. Survey  

A survey was developed, distributed and collated by the Housing Task Force in February/March, 2006. 
The purpose of the survey was to determine what types of housing options people were looking for and if 
the housing development were built, would they be interested in being a resident? The survey was 
distributed by local personal network throughout the western MD and not just the Bearspaw area. Over 
100 responses were returned with some very positive feedback on potential residents. While not a 
scientific survey by any means, it gave the group a strong indication that the housing project was 
supported which they called their first “green light” to proceed. (See attached survey results Appendix C) 

3. Workshop  

The first annual rural seniors’ workshop called “Grassroots and Groundwork” was held March 31, 2007 at 
the Bearspaw Lifestyle Centre and continued building on the recurring theme of rapid community growth. 
Seventy-five people gathered to hear what other communities are doing to respond to rapid growth and 
how they could begin to develop our own unique strategies and plans. Invitations were made to all our 
senior contacts (now numbering over 200) throughout the western MD of Rocky View. A big draw to the 
event was a presentation by Tim Harvie of  Glenbow Ranch Provincial Park. His family ranch had 
recently announced the sale (at a reduced amount) of 3,246 acres to the provincial government to protect 
the sensitive Bow River corridor between Cochrane and Calgary. Following his presentation, Carole Stark 
of Chinook Institute of Community Stewardship then facilitated a “world café” round table interactive 
conversation where seniors participated in identifying issues and coming up with solutions.  (See 
Appendix D)  

 

    
   Grassroots and Groundwork Workshop participants, March 31/07. 

4. Community Forums  

The Community Matters Forums were held in late September and early October, 2007 in four areas of the 
western MD of Rocky View. These forums were focused on the general population and the opportunity 
for the community to discuss issues prior to municipal elections. Over 157 people participated with 



                                                                                      Rural Seniors Housing Project                 ����������������������
�

Communities Development Society  Page 12 
 

excellent opportunity for the community to shape how they wish to communicate issues and concerns 
with their municipal councilor.  Many of the participants at this forum were seniors who had been 
involved in our focus groups and other engagement events over the past three years. A copy of the report 
on the forums is available on the CDS website located at www.andisdev.com/cds.htm. 

5. Communication   

Regular communication with senior participants (committed and not so committed) took a variety of 
forms. As each engagement was undertaken we made sure to document the process and results with 
contact information, numbers of participants, photographs and getting to know people individually. As we 
have progressed with our database of contacts (over 250) we are becoming more sophisticated in how to 
manage this tool.  

.8�����
E-mail was the primary method for communicating weekly with members of the rural seniors 
housing task force. While many seniors still do not have computers, a growing number of younger 
seniors are quire comfortable with this technology.  With dial up internet still being used throughout 
much of the rural area, sending large documents or information became a problem. Where email was 
not an option, we reverted to phone calls and regular mail. 

:�����
The phone was used to reach seniors we knew were not comfortable with computers. 

1���8�	8������
Word-of-mouth is one of the most effective methods of communication with seniors who are long 
term residents. Once we knew the community connectors, we would call one person and they would 
pass the information by word of mouth. Traditional groups such as the Women’s Institute and the 
Lions Club were the most effective associations that responded to word of mouth communication.  

:�������������
Presentations and visits to local senior’s centers were very effective. 

&����������;������������
CDS produced one newsletter that was distributed to our mailing list however, we did not have the 
capacity to continue this endeavor. It is something the Society would like to include in their 
upcoming communications plan as a priority. Newspapers were effective in getting the word out and 
we had a number of responses from residents to newspaper articles on a variety of topics. All of 
these communication tools corroborated the needs that seniors identified in the early focus groups 
(04/05) and added rich information to the data. 

���(���(�������
Every member of the task force was provided with a binder that included information about the 
project. Minutes of meetings and other resource information were added to the binder as needed.  
This was an information and educational tool that became difficult to manage over time.  
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6. Lessons Learned in Engaging the Community  

%������&���< ���$���������������������:����
Develop a communication plan and implement it as part of every project and initiative. 

%������&���= �������������������������������������
 ����(����
Some residents may be skeptical and resist becoming engaged in the process.  Maintain your 
relationship with these individuals as many like to come in and out of the process as they desire.  

%������&���'> �/�����������������
Keep good records and up-to-date databases of contacts information. 

%������&���'' �?�����$�����
��	�������������������� ������������������
Use a variety of methods to reach your target audience knowing they have limited attention and time 
to tackle complicated issues.   

%������&���') �"�����8����������������
Participant/residents need to see follow up to community engagement both in terms of activities and 
communication. 

%������&���', �/����(����������������������
Keep asking and building relationships until you get to know what the individual is interested in. 
Over time, we have been able to gain more and new volunteers into a variety of positions. 

 

E. Mobilizing Seniors  

1. The Rural Seniors Housing Project 

The next step in the RSHP was to mobilize the seniors who wanted to move forward with the project. 
This was implemented in two phases: 

�  Phase One (Jan/06-Sept/07): The Rural Seniors Housing Task Force (RSHTF)  
�  Phase Two (Sept/07-present):  The Rural Seniors Housing Action Group (RSHAG) 

A brief overview of the development and work of the groups is described, followed by our challenges and 
lessons learned.     

2. Phase One: The Rural Seniors Housing Task Force (RSHTF) 

CDS was approached by the Bearspaw Lions Club in late 2005 to look at housing options for seniors in 
the Bearspaw area. The Lions Club had been involved for a number of years in trying to get a housing 
development for seniors built on Lions lands but had reached a “standstill”. CDS and the Lions held five 
joint meetings at the Lions Club in late 2005 attended by 15-20 interested people. Meetings were chaired 
by a Lions Club member. After some discussion it was further decided that the Lions land was not 
suitable because of its size and topography. This led the group to decide to shift from a Lions only 
initiative to a community based project which would be co-chaired by a Lions and CDS member. 
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As a committee of CDS they decided to develop a strategic plan. A facilitator from Alberta Community 
Development helped with the process. The result was the formation of the informal committee into the 
Rural Seniors Housing Task Force in January of 2006. Another result of the strategic planning process 
was the development of a terms of reference for the RSHTF.  

�

�

�

�

�

�

�

�

�

�

�
�
�
����1�����	����������"�����
The Task Force members met weekly over the next two years. The meetings were co-chaired by a 
representative of CDS and the Lions Club. CDS provided facilitative support, meeting space, and 
funding for meetings, communications and presentations. Capacity building was done through 
increasing their knowledge of seniors housing operations and design, learning about the process of 
land development, and discovering how their assets, as well as those of other Task Force members 
could be used to implement the seniors housing initiative.  

The Task Force looked for suitable land by researching available private and municipal land in the 
district. They also conducted an informal housing survey (described in Section D (2) above with 
results in Appendix C). The survey showed the number of MD residents that wanted to age in their 
communities and the types of housing options and amenities they wanted.12  

Sub-Committees were created to take on research needed in the following areas: 

�  Communications and Marketing Sub-Committee 
�  Financial Sub-Committee 
�  Site, Facility, Recreation and Wellness Concept Committee 
�  Organizational Structure and Human Resources Sub-Committee 
�  Committed Buyer Sub-Committee 

Terms of Reference for the Rural Seniors Housing Task Force 
Mandate   

�  To research and develop a plan for a community friendly senior’s residential community that is 
unique, high quality, maintains rural values, and is ecologically friendly and sustainable. 

 
Vision    

�  Innovative housing for rural seniors. 
 
Mission   

�  To create community-driven residential facilities for rural seniors. 
 
Guiding Principles  

�  We believe that rural seniors should be able to age within their communities. 
�  The residences shall accommodate ecological, environmental and financial innovation.  
�  The concept shall capture the elements of a rural living environment, and accommodate the future 

needs of the residents. 
Values 

�  People: We will value the assets, skills, experiences and enthusiasm of our citizens; place a high 
priority on quality of life; and be respectful of each other. 

�  Environment: Our decisions will be guided by what is best for the environment; and we will seek 
innovations that use and sustain renewable resources  

�  Process: We will respond to the needs identified by rural seniors with integrity, seeking consensus 
and being aware of the need to have a sustainable community. 
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A 

meeting of the Rural Seniors Housing Task Force. 
 

:�������������6�$����
One way that local residents could contribute to the RSHP was through philanthropic giving. A new 
Alberta tax law provides greater tax incentives to seniors who may wish to donate to the project rather 
than through the federal government's charitable giving tax credit. A company called the Family 
Office who provide philanthropic planning services gave a number of presentations to seniors on how 
the new tax law worked. This resulted in some contributions for the housing project. CDS had applied 
for charitable status which allowed us to accept these donations. 

������
��	������"�����@��������
A summary of some of the outcomes of the many topics discussed by the Task Force are outlined 
below:  

�  a housing concept to be designed and built for local residents 
�  for seniors aged 55+ with priority for local residents (ranchers, farmers, and other long time 

residents) 
�  the land to be owned by a non-profit corporation to assure below market value of housing  
�  a model of housing to be developed that could be replicated in other communities 
�  the model will be an eco village that uses green building principles and products, and uses 

sustainable technologies in relation to water and waste management 
�  the concept would include independent living in (cottages) and supportive living in a building 

with apartments and a dining room or common kitchen  
�  the 20 cottages would be one story units up to 1500 sq. ft 
�  a wellness centre or common building with a dining room, meeting space, exercise and 

recreational facilities, and a room where visiting health care professionals could attend to 
residents  

�  assisted living to include maintenance of the grounds and buildings, meals, light housekeeping, 
visiting health care professionals, and some means of transportation sharing 

�  designed in a way to encourage community interaction (meeting rooms, dining room, trails, etc.)  
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�  informing Task Force members about the options for philanthropic giving and the use of pre-tax 
dollars for the developing the health and wellness centre 

There was often discussion about how much detail to get into in developing the housing concept and 
the types of services that would be available. It was decided to look for land first and to develop the 
housing concept further once the land was selected so that it could be tailored to location.  

����"�����%����������������:����������������������� �
The Task Force decided to pursue the acquisition of an MD reserve land parcel in the heart of the 
Bearspaw community. Over the next eight months the Task Force focused its efforts on obtaining 
this property. A number of meetings were held with residents living around the parcel who opposed 
the development. Task force members persuasively presented their request to the MD Rocky View 
Council but were turned down. The MD decided to review all their municipal reserve lands 
disposition and policies. This left the Task Force looking for other land options.   

This process was an interesting development for the RSHTF as they dealt with NIMBY (Not In my 
Back Yard) attitudes within their own community. The opposition that was experienced was new to 
them and was rather discouraging to the group. However, on a good note, the same “NIMBY” 
residents qualified their opposition with support of seniors housing in general. Although 
disappointed by the MD’s decision, the Task Force learned from the experience and moved forward 
with new resolve. At that point it was decided that a project team should be formed to take the RSHP 
into a new phase. 

3. The Rural Seniors Housing Task Force — Lessons L earned   

%������%�������&���'4 �!�$��:��	���������6��������	 ��������������
An early decision was made by the Task Force that experts would be called upon when needed so 
that the group could shape the housing concept on their own.  In hindsight, a developer could have 
been brought in at the beginning so that members could learn about the magnitude of a housing 
project and more advisors involved throughout the process. 

%������%�������&���'5 �#��������������������������	 ����������������������������
Make sure that your organization has a strategic plan and determine whether a project fits within it. 
This should be done before a project is started, and also when an ongoing project evolves in a new 
direction. If it doesn’t fit with the strategic plan, then chances are there will not be the resources 
within the organization to deal with it potentially leading to organization burnout.   

%������%�������&���'7 �������������
��������������� �����������(��������	�
������������
Find out why people leave the project adjust the process as required. Unless you follow up with them 
you will not know if there is something fundamental in the process that needs to be addressed.  

%������%�������&���'9 �.$�����������������������	�� �����������
Build into the process a time for reflection on what has happened and some official evaluation. 
Evaluation could look at things like why seniors were leaving the group, how to keep the RSHP 
seniors led. It is also a chance to have open and honest dialogue on steps forward. 
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%������%�������&���'< ������������	���������������� ���������
An observation of one senior is that the Task Force should have been more professional and less 
social. The social aspect was important, especially when the group was starting up and people were 
getting to know each other. But we needed to shift gears into getting work done faster, and if that 
wasn’t possible, to begin bringing in professionals for their advice on a variety of issues related to 
senior housing development.  

4. The Rural Seniors Housing Task Force — Challenge s 

Listed below are the challenges related to the Rural Seniors Housing Task Force from the perspective of 
CDS.  

����������&���' �����������(8�����������������		��� �$���
Sub-committees were formed and the members met on their own. The committees did not work out 
well because they required a greater level of involvement than people could give. This slowed the 
process down because it took longer to get some tasks done and there was not enough time to get to 
them within the two hour weekly meeting.  

����������&���) ��������������������������(�������� 	���������
Communication of information relevant to the RSHP is a challenge outside of meetings because not all 
members had access to the internet, email, or high speed internet service to download files. Initially 
binders were prepared for each task force member to add minutes and handout material to however, 
the information became rather unwieldy.  A series of binders kept at the office where people could 
make photocopies as needed.  Another solution incorporated later in the project was a web-based 
project management tool.  We used “Basecamp” and are still evaluating its effectiveness. 

����������&���, ������	����	�����	����������������� ������������������������
There was a free flow of participation in that seniors could attend the group meetings when it was 
convenient for them. This slowed down the process of getting the work done and we lost some 
members because we were not moving fast enough.  

����������&���4 ��:����1����������������������
A potential drawback with paid workers is that volunteers may feel that someone is being paid to do 
the work so they do not need to participate to the same extent.  

����������&���5 �������������������������������$��� �������������
During the operation of the Task Force the point at which CDS would be able to hand the project over 
to another non-profit managed by the seniors or other volunteers remained elusive. The first 
recommendation was that a rural senior’s housing society be formed and next a community land trust. 
CDS resisted the formation of a new organization in favour of looking for existing organizations to 
meet the need either locally or elsewhere.  This is still not resolved.  

����������&���7 ��!�$������������������������������ ��������������������
In hindsight, it was probably too much to expect a group of volunteers to take on as much work as was 
needed for this project and what we needed to do could not be accomplished in a two hour weekly 
meeting.  
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����������&���9 ������
�!:�(����������������������� �����(�����A�����
�
��������(
�����������������
���$���������������B��� ����
The RSHP is a huge project which has turned out to be beyond the scope of a small community 
development organization. The identification or setting up of a non-profit organization that would 
have taken over the management of the project has not yet occurred. CDS and the RSHAG are looking 
forward to identifying partners who will be able to take the project through to the development stage.  

5. Phase Two: The Rural Seniors Housing Action Grou p  

The Rural Seniors Housing Project entered a new phase when there was a natural break in momentum.  
Following summer holidays and the rejection by the MD Council for municipal reserve land, the group 
reconvened in the fall of 2007.  It was decided that the RSHTF would be replaced by a project 
implementation team called the Rural Seniors Housing Action Group (RSHAG).  

They consisted of a core group of seniors and a CDS staff member who served as a Program Coordinator 
and provided facilitative and administrative support. Funding was received from a variety of sources to 
hire a Seniors Housing Manager to coordinate all aspects of the project including conducting research, 
preparing a business plan, and finding land for the housing project. The seniors involved were expected to 
take on specific tasks such as research potential sewage systems and investigate water availability. 
Observers were welcome but rarely attended. For the sake of continuity, the meetings were held on 
Thursday mornings just as the Task Force meetings had been.  

����������������
When the Rural Seniors Housing Action Group needed to make major decisions on the housing 
project they sought feedback from a larger group of seniors. They consisted of past Task Force 
members and other seniors in the community who knew about the project and wanted to be kept up-
to-date. They were called together to provide feedback on the following: 

�  The non-profit corporation called a land trust that would become the registered owner and 
manager of the land. 

�  A type of home ownership called a life lease. 
�  The type of non-profit corporation that that would serve as the registered owner and operator of 

the health and wellness centre.  

   
� � A larger meeting to help make important decisions. 
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#�%�������������
In October of 2007 an aging rancher made an offer of 20 acres of agricultural land to the rural 
seniors housing project. Initially the information was kept confidential until the rancher found out 
more about CDS and whether they wanted to go ahead with the offer. The rancher and some family 
members began attending regular housing meetings in an effort to learn more about the initiative and 
the potential match of land.   

����1�����	�����#������6�����
The Action Group accomplished specific task such as:  

�  Water Analysis - A ground water assessment study completed, a test well site water witched, and 
a company contacted to drill the test well.   

�  A draft business plan outlining the steps needed to implement the project and a related budget has 
been developed.  

�  A planner from the MD of Rocky View assigned to assist us with the project.  
�  Effective waste water management technologies researched. 
�  Over 30 new contacts made with professional advisors and potential partners. 
�  Draft Memorandum of Understanding prepared with legal advice sought to formalize. 
�  Meetings with donor family  
�  Land donation announcement event honoring donation 
�  Preliminary presentations by developers 

6. Lessons Learned in the Action Group 

%������%�������&���)> �������������������������	��� ��������
The mandate of the Rural Seniors Action Group was not well developed, such as the implications of 
having so much work for seniors to do, and the loss of members in the transition from the Task Force 
to the Action Group.  

%������%�������&���)' �����
����*�������8���+��
A basic premise of asset-based community development is that initiatives like the housing project be 
community led and driven. Some seniors have told us that CDS played too great a role in carrying 
the project forward which resulted in seniors not taking ownership of it. One way that they felt it 
could have been more seniors driven is to have a Chair that is a local community leader and who will 
champion the cause in that community.  

When a Housing Manager was engaged for short periods of time and acted as the Chair of the Action 
Group, it removed the leadership role from the seniors. Similarly, when the Housing Manager’s 
contract was over it also left a gap in leadership.   

%������%�������&���)) ��?�����������������
Contracted personnel were brought into the project a number of times for short periods of time and 
as funding allowed.  They were to provide expertise that did not exist within the group, to move the 
project forward and to complete specific tasks.  Although contractors can contribute greatly to the 
organization, it requires a great deal of time to establish and monitor the boundaries and terms of 
their work. Contractors are generally hired to complete a project within a specific time period and are 
different to project managers who require longer and broader scope to tasks.  
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7. Challenges for the Action Group 

����������&���< ���������������������(������������� ���	�����
Although seniors are retired they are being called back into the work force. The seniors volunteering 
on our project are highly skilled and two key members have been asked to work again.  

����������&���= ������
�������������!�������:������ ����(�
���������������	�
����
The RSHP is a huge project that turned out to be beyond the scope of a small community 
development organization like CDS. The setting up of or establishing of a partnership with a non-
profit organization that was to take over the management of the project has not yet occurred. We are 
looking forward to identifying partners who will be able to take the project to the development stage. 

����������&���'> ����������������	���$����������
It was probably too much to expect a group of volunteers to take on as much work as was needed to 
move this project forward. When the land became available, CDS did not have the resources or 
expertise available to manage the complexity and magnitude of the project. 

 

F. Recommendations 

A list of recommendations for implementing the Rural Seniors Housing Project are listed below.  

1. Recommendation No. 1: Conduct effective meetings   

The RSHTF meetings were successful in that people met weekly for two years which added up to more 
than 4,500 hours of volunteer time.13 People generally enjoyed coming to the meetings and this seemed to 
result, at least in part, from the factors listed below:  

�C����8	�������������������������
A decision was made early on that the meetings would be quasi-formal and would not use a formal 
rules of order. The focus was more on inclusion than on formal structure.  

 .$��
�������!������
Among the values established for the group was “every voice heard” which facilitated participation 
of Task Force members because everyone felt that they could contribute. 

 ������	���������������
The co-chairs set an upbeat tone to the meetings through the quasi-formal structure, and the use of 
humour made the meetings fun.  

 "�����
CDS staff believed that food is an important component to successful meetings. It makes people feel 
welcome and an important social aspect of meetings.  
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 �������������
The location of meetings can impact participation. We are fortunate to be using an historic one-room 
school house which is an interesting alternative to meeting in an office or board room which can be a 
bit formal, or stuffy.  

����(��������������$������
Have special events like a Christmas lunch or decorating at Valentine’s Day. The events give 
everyone a chance to know each other better.  

  
Valentine's Day treats. 

2. Recommendation No. 2 – Develop a terms of refere nce for the group 

Developing terms of reference for the RSHTF was important as it helped to coalesce the group in terms of 
its shared vision, mission, mandate, and guiding principles. It gave it structure and a direction. We 
recommend using a facilitator from outside the group so that everyone in the group can participate in the 
process. The following categories were used for developing the terms of reference:  

�  the name for the group 
�  the purpose of the group 

o why it was established 
o the type of work the Task Force is expected to do 

�  responsibilities and duties 
o expected results 
o the authority the committee has 
o the roles and responsibilities of the Chair 

�  committee task force composition  
o size of the group  
o who is appointed to the committee task force  

�  the duration of participation 
�  the experience, ability, and knowledge expected 

o hours per week 
o past volunteer experience 
o will attend meetings 
o agree to mission, vision, and values 
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3. Recommendation No. 3: Do an asset inventory of g roup members  

We were fortunate to have had Lynn Romano of Community Futures Centre West do a SWOT (Strengths, 
Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats) analysis for the group. This included an asset inventory of the 
group which helped to identify skills and knowledge various members had.  It was also a way for the 
group to get to know more about each other and learn each person’s interests. When the assets were listed 
by category, it showed what amazing strengths, skills and knowledge the group collectively possessed.  

4. Recommendation No. 4: Build group capacity  

Capacity building is an important part of community development projects. All of us, CDS staff and 
seniors, were building capacity in learning about seniors housing, green building principles, sustainable 
communities, management structures, and more. This was done through Task Force members sharing 
their own knowledge, or bringing articles on related topics, and listening to guest speakers. Some seniors 
made a point of telling CDS staff that they enjoyed this learning.  

5. Recommendation No. 5: Involve university or coll ege students 

Relationships were formed with the University of Calgary and Mount Royal College. Five students 
became involved in two components of the RSHTF work. Some helped organize a seniors workshop and 
presented the results back to the group. Others put together a resource manual on aspects of 
environmental and community sustainability. A Master’s student of Environmental Design provided a 
conceptual drawing of a seniors facility. He brought new ideas to the group on design and sustainable 
technologies. The students were all hard workers and were important assets to the project.  

Among the benefits of working with students is that they provide a source of free labour and advice on 
issues related to their area of study. Working with a university gives the organization credibility, and the 
professors became aware of our work and used it as examples of community development projects in their 
classes. It is also satisfying to serve as mentors to students and give them an opportunity for hands-on 
experience. The students youthful energy was appreciated by the group and some seniors said it was 
invigorating to have them there. 

6. Recommendation No. 6: Choose an appropriate chai rperson  

Leadership in its various forms is important for helping to guide the group forward. The chairperson is an 
important leader. CDS chose not to chair meetings as this would remove the leadership from the “seniors 
led/seniors driven” concept. Co-chairs were selected by the group, one from community members and the 
other from the Lions Club. One was a member of the local rural community who was also a Lions Club 
member. Having two co-chairs worked for the first few months however, one of the chairs had to return to 
school and was no longer available.   

7. Recommendation No. 7: An open dialogue yields ea sier decision making  

The RSHTF was to aim for consensus, and after that use a 2/3rds vote. Because some seniors travel a lot, 
proxy voting was also allowed. Decision making was a positive experience because  an open sense of 
dialogue was established that let people express their opinions without being judged. This also 
contributed to a close-knit feel of the group and a sense of trust.  

8. Recommendation No. 8: Using larger gatherings as  a sounding board for 
decision making  

When decisions were needed on the management structure and housing concept to be used for the seniors 
eco village the Action Group held a larger gathering to get feedback from the wider group of seniors. This 
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group consisted of seniors who had been involved in the project earlier, or other community members 
wanted to be kept informed about the project. 

G. Conclusion 

The Rural Seniors Housing Project has been a complex and dynamic project that has been a constant 
learning process for CDS and has taxed the resources of this young community development 
organization. We hope that other groups who may be conducting or planning a community development 
project, particularly on seniors housing, will find the challenges, lessons learned and recommendations 
that we have outlined helpful. Identifying them was a valuable means of evaluation and reflection on what 
we did well and what we would do differently in the future. Some feedback from seniors was included in 
this report, but a next step is to do a more thorough evaluation with them so that we can learn from their 
perspective. 

The donation of land by a generous rural senior has given us a focus for our housing concept. The major 
hurdle of finding land has been met and we are now looking forward to renewed interest and involvement 
of seniors and partners in the project.  

       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A group looks with excitement at the land 
 offered for the seniors eco village. 
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I. Appendices 

1. Appendix A: Funding Partners for Rural Seniors H ousing Project 
 
a) Community Futures Centre West/Western Diversification:  CFCWest played a key role in contributing 
to and shaping the need for community asset research and directing and participating in the focus groups 
in 2004, 2005.  Throughout 2006, CFCWest provided some financial support and staffing expertise in 
meetings, presentations and strategic planning and developing terms of reference for the Rural Seniors 
Housing Task Force.  More recently, CFCWest and Western Canadian Diversification has provided the 
project with financial and management support in the development of a business plan and this manual.   
 
b) New Horizons for Seniors:  This well-known funding agency has been vital to the success of this 
project through a number of grants that encourage seniors to contribute to their communities by sharing 
their skills, wisdom and experience and helping to reduce isolation.  They have provided financial 
assistance for the Rural Seniors Housing Task Force, The Rural Seniors Workshop – Grassroots and 
Groundwork, and the Rural Seniors Advisory Committee. Their focus on seniors allows for a true 
understanding of the benefits and challenges of working with this age group and the benefits of being 
“senior led and driven.”  Their philosophy aligns well with CDS and the housing project. 
 
c) The Calgary Foundation:  This funding agency has provided funding over a period of two years to 
enhance the seniors housing and regional seniors advisory committee development along with a model for 
sharing with other jurisdictions.  This organization is more community development oriented and works 
with the organization to achieve the best outcome for the process as well as the product. Their hands off 
yet encouraging approach has been a pleasure to work with along with their view of a more extended 
funding period that truly allows for community development processes to flourish. 
 
d) Alberta Lottery Fund: Community Initiatives Program: As a matching grant program, they have 
provided funding support for the development of the housing strategic and action plan.  The consolidation 
of all documentation and research on proposed technologies is also an outcome. 
 
e) Alberta Community Development (now called Alberta Municipal Affairs and Housing):  Community 
Development Officers provided direction on Board governance and in assisting the Rural Seniors’ 
Housing Task Force develop terms of reference.  In addition, they have provided mentoring support for 
the Society in developing facilitation and community development knowledge and skills. 
 
f) The Family Office:  As a financial wealth management business, they have provided advice and 
financial support through attending meetings, education on philanthropy and giving back to one’s 
community and providing linkages for CDS to philanthropic donors.   
 
g) CMHC (Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation):  Provides a wealth of information through their 
resource library and have attended meetings and provided advice. 
 
h) Local donors:  The project has received local support and financial donations from seven residents in 
the area, some of whom were on the Rural Seniors Housing Task Force. 
 
i) Bearspaw Historical Society: This organization provided in kind support through the utilization of 
meeting rooms. 
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j) Bearspaw Lions Club: This organization provided in kind support through the use of the Lions Hall and 
financial support. 
 
k) An Anonymous donor: Financial support is provided through an anonymous donor. 
 
l) Institutions of higher learning: The University of Calgary and Mount Royal College have provided 
student placements from the faculties of Geography (GIS), Architecture, Environmental Design, 
Haskayne School of Business, Communication & Culture and International Development Studies.  A total 
of 10 students participated in various aspects of the project from architectural design to research and 
program implementation.   
 
While a fair bit of time and energy was required to orientate students, this experience was most beneficial 
to CDS and the project in general.  The students were provided with clear parameters for their studies due 
to the short time frames they needed to work with.  Most of the students were monitored and supervised 
by their professors while CDs provided on site direction and supervision.  CDS then attended various in 
class presentations by the students in support and encouragement of their work.  CDS gained knowledge 
and expertise of not only students but their professors as well as the infusion of young “energy” amongst 
the seniors. In return some seniors from the housing group were asked to present to various classes on a 
variety of aging issues not necessarily related to housing.  This positive exchange of information at all 
levels was well worth the effort. 
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2. Appendix B: Results of the “Grassroots and Groun dwork” Workshop 
 
SPEAKERS: 
Seventy-five people gathered on March 31, 2007 at the Bearspaw Lifestyle Centre to explore how 
community growth is affecting their rural lifestyle and how it is impacting the aging rural population. The 
workshop, held by the Communities Development Society, provided opportunity to hear what other 
individuals and communities are doing to respond to rapid growth and how we could begin to develop our 
own unique strategies and plans. Marg Usherwood, MC, introduced the following speakers: 
 
Tim Harvie of the Glenbow Ranch spoke about the history of the ranch dating from the turn of the 
century to the present. His grandfather and father before him had a vision to not only preserve the 
ranching heritage but also to protect the natural environment along the Bow River between Calgary and 
Cochrane. As the city of Calgary continues to expand and press upon the western borders, this vision 
became more critical thereby leading to the decision to sell a significant portion to the Provincial 
government. The formation of the Glenbow Ranch Provincial Park was announced in late 2006. The Park 
will be open to the public in a few years time once the organization and infrastructure has been 
developed. As Tim showed fly-over views of the Park boundaries there were questions about the use of 
the park by the public and the affects on neighbouring lands.   
 
Lori Kovacs, Executive Director of the Communities Development Society (host of the workshop), spoke 
to some of the impacts of growth on the rural population and the erosion of community connectedness.    
As communities expand and grow, it takes a long time to build the social networks needed for a strong, 
healthy, involved community. As we see our aging population ready to “pass the baton” it is apparent the 
younger generation is not becoming as involved in their communities in the same way as their elders. Lori 
highlighted the role the Communities Development Society has had in holding focus groups for seniors in 
the western MD and in supporting the formation of the Rural Seniors’ Housing Task Force. This group is 
responding to one of the issues raised through the focus groups – lack of downsized housing for rural 
seniors incorporating rural values.  
 
Carole Stark of the Canmore based Chinook Institute for Community Stewardship described how this 
charitable non-profit organization, operating as the Canadian office of the Sonoran Institute, works to 
bring a community-based approach to land-use planning and management. They provide research, 
education and assistance to communities on the sustainable use and management of Western Canada’s 
natural landscapes, including the ecological and cultural values of these lands. Carole described from 
research gathered the socio-economic and demographic trends shaping land use and community 
‘hotspots’ of growth in Alberta. She used examples of how Canmore and the Crowsnest Pass areas have 
made significant progress in addressing community based solutions to growth.  
 
Blair Marsden, a Masters Architectural student from the U of C, has been working with the Rural Seniors’ 
Housing Task Force on his thesis to develop a conceptual plan for a rural housing development in 
Bearspaw for seniors. He highlighted a possible municipal reserve land parcel of approximately 14 acres  
where this environmentally innovative housing project for seniors could be located. The project reflects 
identified rural lifestyle values and environmentally sensitive design. 
 
WORLD CAFÉ QUESTIONS: 
The following questions were posed to the participants who then broke off into groups to discuss.  
 
Question #1.    As growth occurs, what is it about the rural life and landscape in the Western MD that is 

worth preserving? 
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Question #2.   Now and in the future, what do you need from your community to maintain your quality of 

life to age in place? 
 
From these questions, 8 themes were developed: 
1. Transportation 
2. Conserving Agricultural Land 
3. Access and Provision of Services 
4. Collective Community Vision   
5. Maintaining Open and Green Space 
6. Western Heritage and Rural Culture 
7. Appropriate Housing 
8. Social Contact and Connections 
 
Further groups were formed around each issue except for Transportation, Conserving Agricultural Land 
and Access and Provision of Services. This may be due partially to the reduction in numbers of people by 
the end of the day, more intense interest in the other areas and a sense that these issues may be too big. 
   
RESULTS OF GROUP DISCUSSION: 
1.   Collective Community Vision (4 participants) 
 How can the community voice be heard? 
 Approach- elected community development review boards to  
 - Create a vision 
 - Address criteria 
 - Work with planners to provide input on development  
 
2.   Open and Green Space (8 participants) 
 - Need a better plan with long term commitment to green space 
 - Linked development and green areas 
 - Open houses, workshops and dialogues for all community members 
 - Not very many environmental reserves right now 
 
3.  Social Contact (8 participants) 
 - Need for people to get together in their own spaces 
 - Central hub needed 
 - Need for organized recreation 
 - Social interaction structured by people who have expertise in that field 
 
4.  Appropriate Housing (6 participants) 
 - Hard to combine affordable and luxury level housing 
 - Create a mixed environment that people can live together 
 - Integration of income and needs levels 
 
5.  Western Heritage and World Culture (6 participants) 
 - Write books 
 - Preserve old buildings 
 - Teaching local history in schools 
 - Photographs (old) in public places 
 - More needs to be done to preserve Native history in Cochrane area 
 - Interview ranchers for an oral history story 
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ORGANIZER EVALUATION  
·  Very pleased overall with attendance and content results coming out of the workshop 
·  Seventy-five people attended:  61 participants, 14 speakers, volunteers & reporters. 
·  Participants came from primarily Bearspaw area but also representation from residents living in NW 

Calgary and other areas of the MD Rocky View (Westbrook, Springbank, Bragg Creek, Cochrane).  
One MD resident came all the way from the south eastern corner of the MD of Rocky View on the 
other side of Calgary. 

·  Technical difficulties with power points and LCD projectors created some disruption to the smooth 
flow of presentations but participants and speakers were relaxed enough to “go with the flow”. 

·  Over half the participants stayed right through to the end of a fairly long and full workshop day and 
even lingered well after the event was over.   

·  Dynamic discussion with lots of mingling and involvement.  A good mix of presentations and 
participatory discussion. 

·  Mixed response to the display booths with one comment being “this is a workshop not a fair”.   
·  A key “draw” to the event was Tim Harvie of Glenbow Ranch Provincial Park as not only is he seen 

very much as a local resident who personally knew many of the seniors in attendance, but there was 
also a great deal of interest in the Park. 

·  Carole Stark presented an excellent linkage with research and examples of other community 
initiatives.  She facilitated the sessions well and pulled comments together.  

·  The Rural Seniors’ Housing Initiative was an example of a local community project responding to 
issues for seniors in Bearspaw.  Just enough time was given to give a brief presentation of this 
initiative with overall good response. 

·  Time for questions and answers was brief but allowed for further time during coffee and lunch breaks.  
·  There is no getting away from the fact that people left during the day.  It is a fairly intensive time and 

further reduction in the time would have left less discussion time. 
·  Evaluations were not fully filled in and returned.   
 
NEXT STEPS: 
1.  Pull the responses to each question / issue together and circulate to all those who attended. 
2.  Develop areas of interest that people can rally around and continue to be involved in. 
3.  Develop committees, task forces, or focus groups to further explore areas of particular concern. 
4.  Develop partnerships and communication linkages with other groups involved in overlapping areas of 

concern.   
5.  Continue to develop of a Regional Seniors’ Council addressing all these issues. 
 
SPONSORS  
Speakers and volunteers, Rural Seniors Housing Task Force members 
New Horizon for Seniors Program (Government of Canada) 
The Calgary Foundation 
MD of Rocky View – FCSS (Family & Community Support Services) 
Community Futures Centre West 
Rexall Drugs – Cochrane 
Cochrane Dodge Chrysler 
United Farmers of Alberta Association 
Royal LePage-Allstar Real Estate-Cochrane 
Calgary Co-Op – Rocky Ridge 
Cochrane Eagle 
Bearspaw Community Lifestyle Centre 
Spray Lakes Sawmills 
The Family Office 
Gourmet–To–Go 
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3. Appendix C: Results of the Rural Seniors Housing  Survey-Feb/March/06 

 Total surveys returned  
102 

Not all respondents answered every 
question. 

  
 
QUESTION  TOTAL OTHER / COMMENTS 

1 If you were no longer able to 
live in your house, what 
geographical area would you 
ideally like to live in? 

my local 
community 55 

 

within MDRV 25 
City of Calgary 14 

out of province 9 
2 If you choose to stay in your 

community, what types of 
housing options would you 
consider? 

communal house 14 combination of all of these at the same location 

detached house 22 
apartment/ 
condo 29 
duplex or villa 30 
mixed housing 44 walk out, progressive stages, mobile park 
independent 35 near family 
supported 22  
long term 17  

3 What other services / 
amenities would you like to 
see? 

all listed 65 transportation always available, mountain view, 
handi-bus, trees, pool, place for birds, party room, 
medical services, quiet room for 
prayer/contemplation, music room with resident 
piano, hobby ranch/farm, walk to C-train, services 
like a bank, fish pond, nurse on call, taxi service, 
fitness facility, friendly phone caller, full 
maintenance, garden, medical clinic, patio, pool, 
small board lounge, fire hall, river view, secure 
visitor parking, walking trails connected to 
building, interaction with community, children's 
play area, snow removal, home care, spa with hot 
tub and steam room, exercise room, grocery 
shopping, library 

4 Would you support this 
housing project by living in 
it? 

yes 71 Only if I could not stay in my own home. Being 
close to one's family would determine where I live. no 7 

now 2 
1-5 yrs. 13 
5 yrs. or more 44 

5 Do you have parents or 
grandparents who may be 
interested in living in this 
housing project?            

yes 6 Parent living in personal care home. Mother-in-law 
living with them. I like a place with life long 
learning. Parents are dead. Mother living in Rocky 
Ridge and loves it!  Mother lives in Kelowna so 
she may move here. 

no 53 
  

6 Have you seen other 
innovative seniors housing 
projects? 

yes 21 Tuscany, Rocky Ridge, Big Hill Lodge, Edgemont, 
Renaissance, Holy Cross, Black Diamond  
Camrose, Lethbridge, Riverside Heights. Local 
community involvement, indoor/outdoor atrium or 
covered year round area, potential revenue 
sources like coffee shop, community programs.   

no 33 

  

7 Do you want to get involved 
in planning this project? 

yes 8 I am already involved.  
no 47 
Task Force 7 
sub-committees 3 
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4.  Appendix D – Results of the Rural Seniors Focus  Groups (2004-2005) 
 
Six focus groups were held with seniors aged 50 years and older in the MD of Rocky View in the 
communities of Cochrane, Bragg Creek/Redwood Meadows, Beaupre/Grand Valley, Westbrook, and 
Bearspaw/Glendale. The objectives of the focus groups were to: 

 
1. develop a better understanding of local and regional community assets through consultations 

with seniors  
2. determine seniors knowledge of local and regional assets 
3. determine the impacts of growth on their communities 

 
The focus groups were conducted by the Communities Development Society (CDS) in partnership with 
Business Development Centre West (now Community Futures Centre West [CFCWEST]) of Cochrane, 
the University of Calgary, the MD of Rocky View, and the Bearspaw Lions Club. Seniors identified the 
need for investment in community-based infrastructure and social support to deal with:   

·  housing 
·  transportation 
·  isolation 
·  health-related services 
·  environment 
·  preservation of local history   

 
Seniors discussed and responded to the following questions: 
 
1.   Identify the positive reasons why you live in the western M.D. 

The primary reason why people move to and live in the western MD of Rocky View is for a better 
lifestyle, country living, and to experience a greater sense of community.  Other reasons included 
it’s location to nature and the mountains, recreational opportunities, peace and quiet, proximity to 
the city of Calgary or nearby towns, as a safe place to raise a family, and access health and other 
resources. 
 

2.   How do you access information? 
For the majority of seniors, word of mouth or the phone is the main form of access to information.  
However, there is also a strong reliance on local newsletters and the newspapers that are available 
within the western MD (Cochrane Times, Cochrane Eagle, Rocky View/5 Village Weekly, 
Hitching Post…). Bulletin boards, the internet and various community and government agencies 
are utilized to a lesser degree.   

 
3.   How do you think the growth in population has affected you? 

The responses were compiled into nine categories: 
 

Transportation: 
·  need to be able to drive to live in the rural areas or need people to help with driving 
·  increased traffic leads to wear and tear on road, littering, reckless driving, and safety 

 
Health and Safety: 
·  there is a lack of medical facilities in most rural areas and transportation to and from medical 

services 
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·  need 24 hour, 7 day a week medical centre or walk-in clinic 
·  in home nursing care is not easily available 

 
Sense of Community/Quality of Life: 
·  the small town feeling is disappearing 
·  it is hard for newcomers to become integrated 
·  increased stress between acreage residents with farmers and ranchers 
·  increased crime rate and fear of safety 

 
Isolation: 
·  awareness of isolated seniors is needed (however, some seniors want a measure of isolation) 
·  the types of support needed by isolated seniors should be identified, such as meals on wheels 

and a friendly visitor program 
·  seniors’ centres help with social and recreational programs  

 
Environment: 
·  urban sprawl has a huge impact on the environment and wildlife 
·  developers don’t know what is best for the community 
·  the water table is over used 
·  there is an increase in traffic and noise pollution from commuters 
·  light pollution 

 
Housing: 
·  affordable, accessible housing is needed for seniors as they lose their independence and 

mobility, and find it harder to manage on limited resources 
·  different housing choices are needed for different levels of independence 

 
Economic Development: 
·  increase in property value and taxes 
·  urban sprawl is taking up valuable agricultural land, making it harder to farm and ranch 
·  the rural areas are changing and some are dying (being absorbed) by land being sold to 

developers or being annexed to towns and cities 
·  developers don’t generally know what is best for the area 

 
Communication:   
·  greater use of the Internet will improve communication 
·  need more training in the use of computers 
·  better access to computers 
·  the need for high speed Internet service in rural areas  
·  better communication between rural communities on seniors issues  
·  a rural seniors directory could help with getting information 
 
Historical preservation: 
·  need to preserve area history – seniors are the keepers of most of this information 
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4.  What is missing in your community? 
·  services that help seniors remain independent in their own communities like home care, 

transportation, house cleaning  
·  local waste collection locations and expanded recycling services 
·  health care facilities and services 
·  emergency response services can’t always find rural addresses 
·  more social and recreational events  
·  increased police presence / speed control 
·  better cell phone coverage 
·  high speed Internet service (dial up too slow) 
·  greater use of seniors knowledge and experience  
·  community spirit             

  
ANALYSIS: 
Of the 108 seniors who attended the focus groups, 51 were men and 57 were women. The average number 
of years that they lived in their areas was 31 years.  Each area reflected similarities in their answers but  
each community was also unique. The built-up areas near urban centres like Cochrane, Bearspaw, Bragg 
Creek/Redwood Meadows, and Springbank had medical and transportation issues as their top issue. The 
Beaupre and Westbrook areas were concerned about the environment and isolation, as well as access to 
services.  
 
Responses to the question about senior’s knowledge of community assets: 

·  58% increased their understanding of community assets by attending the focus group 
·  35% were neutral because they knew about the resources/assets already  
·  7% did not gain a new understanding 

 
Response: 
Twenty-four percent of the seniors have access to a computer but only 58% of those used the computer 
periodically to frequently. This suggests that greater computer use needs to be encouraged so that seniors 
can access information compiled through GIS. Further issues of where and how GIS data would be 
collected, updated, stored and displayed needs to be addressed before this goal can be realized.   
 
SOLUTIONS:  Possible solutions to issues raised during the focus groups were explored with the Lions 
Bearspaw group on July 13, 2005.  Key concerns to address include health, transportation, housing, 
identifying isolated seniors, home support, recreation and partnership development and collaboration with 
other communities.  The possible mechanism to address these issues was discussed as a Rural Seniors’ 
Planning Council which would have representation from seniors throughout the western MD and who 
could begin to focus on solutions to the identified issues. 
 
 CONCLUSION: With the “baby boomers” entering their senior years, there is urgency in identifying 
ways to better help rural seniors remain independent, healthy and vital.  The focus groups provided an 
excellent opportunity to begin exploring current issues and concerns for rural seniors, to identify the 
strengths and “assets”, of each community, to identify gaps in services and finally to begin to identify 
solutions to those gaps.   
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J. End Notes 
                                                      
1 MDRV 2004: 55 
2 Carr (no date); Alberta Seniors, Government of Alberta 2004. 
3 Alberta Seniors, Government of Alberta 2004. 
4 MD of Rocky View, 2006 Census. 
5 IBID. 
6 Kretzman and McKnight 1993. 
7 RSHP Interview Transcript No. 4.   
8 Kretzman and McKnight 1993: 6-7; as summarized in Green and Haines (2008:7). 
9 Green and Haines 2008:xi.  
10 Bumping places is a concept presented by Jim Diers. (Evans 2007)  
11 Kretzman and McKnight 1993: 346. 
12 One hundred and two surveys were administered and 65% of the respondents wanted to 
remain in their community. Seventy one respondents said that they would live in the housing. 
(report name - reference) 
13 At $20.00 per hour this represents $90,000.00 of social return on investment. Meetings were 
held almost weekly for two years.  
 


